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Two months ago, in June, a pastoral community living in a remote 
corner of Kenya gave the citizens of Manhattan 14 cows. 
 
The gift, made to help Americans recover from the terrorist 
attacks on New York City’s World Trade Center towers, made 
headlines. Famously hard-boiled New Yorkers broke down. 
 
‘I’ve been so supported by the many e-mails and calls and 
expressions of love from around the world,’ said Maureen 
Esposito, who lost her husband, Joe, in the attacks. ‘It really 
matters that these folks sent us something so tangible. I guess 
cows are just better than e-mail sometimes.’ 
 
The gift was belated because news of the September 11 attacks 
had not reached the Maasai community until Kimeli Naiyomah, a 
Maasai medical student in the US and witness to the attacks, went 
home nine months later and told the story to his community, most 
of whom have never seen a multi-storied building. 
 
If the gift was unexpected, the gift-givers were virtually unknown to Manhattanites. 
 
One of the world’s greatest cattle-keeping cultures, the Maasai of eastern Africa live in severe material 
hardship. Cattle are the most precious gift they can bestow. 
How, the world pondered, could America—land of material wealth—respond to the Maasai gift in kind? 
 
America, it turns out, already is. 
 
Along with more than 70 other nations and aid organisations of the North and South belonging to the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), the United States is funding research 
on the lands and livestock livelihoods of Maasai and other livestock-dependent peoples. This research is 
changing mindsets as well as minds about how tropical pastoral ecosystems should be developed to benefit 
all their stakeholders. Those changes are enhancing livelihoods among Maasai and other livestock keepers. 
The results of this research are as unexpected as the gift of cows to America. In the Serengeti-Mara 
ecosystem, for example—traditional home to the Maasai and last refuge of the greatest diversity of big 
mammals on earth—wildlife is best conserved not by excluding traditional Maasai use of the lands outside 
East Africa’s game parks but rather by including pastoralists and their domesticated animals. Research has 
shown that low to moderate levels of traditional human settlements attract multiple species of wildlife 
around them. 
 
Scientists at the CGIAR-supported Nairobi-based International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), 
working with Kenyan, non-governmental and international organisations, hypothesise that the Maasai 
human-livestock settlements promote wildlife congregations by providing game animals with safety and 
nutritional benefits. 
 
This recent science discovery of people-livestock-wildlife synergism challenges a basic and long-held tenet 
of global conservation practice, which is, to save the wildlife you must keep the local people and their 
domestic stock out. 
 
Few old-school environmentalists are ready to hear that the optimal way to protect the remaining wildlife 
populations of the Serengeti and Maasai Mara game reserves is to enhance the livestock livelihoods of the 
Maasai living on adjacent lands. New-school environmentalists, however, are listening to, and working 
with, the scientists and pastoralists. 
 
Robin Reid, an ILRI ecologist heading this research, says the scientific findings indicate that pastoral land 
use may maintain or enhance biodiversity. ‘This enrichment has a long history in this region—some 3.6 
million years of hominids living side-by-side with wildlife. Indeed, production systems integrating 
domesticated and wild animals appear to be more productive than either livestock or wildlife systems 
alone, at least in East Africa.’ 
 
What are the implications of this finding? For one, conservation policies that exclude traditional pastoral 
human use of wildlife-rich rangelands may inadvertently be impoverishing the very lands they were 
instituted to protect. ‘Conservation of biodiversity by exclusion of local people’, says Reid,  ‘turns out to 
be not only immoral but also ineffective’. 
 
The products of this research are showing pastoralists and policymakers the trade-offs in their actions. 
Research is allowing both groups to anticipate and manage rapid changes in land use for the benefit of 
all—local people and wild life and lands as well as the national economies of developing countries. 
 
Funding by America and other nations is thus rationalising and accelerating efforts to protect some of the 
most spectacular big mammal wildlife populations on earth—along with the pastoral keepers of these rich 
ecosystems. 
 
Tangible gifts, it appears, are travelling in all directions. 
